Glial cells as targets for cytotoxic immune mediators.
Oligodendrocytes and Schwann cells are the glia principally responsible for the synthesis and maintenance of myelin. Damage may occur to these cells in a number of conditions, but perhaps the most studied are the idiopathic inflammatory demyelinating diseases, multiple sclerosis in the CNS, and Guillain-Barré syndrome and its variants in the peripheral nervous system (PNS). This article explores the effects on these cells of cytotoxic immunological and inflammatory mediators: similarities are revealed, of which perhaps the most important is the sensitivity of both Schwann cells and oligodendrocytes to many such agents. This area of research is, however, characterised and complicated by numerous and often very substantial inter-observer discrepancies. Marked variability in cell culture techniques, and in assays of cell damage and death, provide artifactual explanations for some of this variability; true inter-species differences also contribute. Not the least important conclusion centres on the limited capacity of in vitro studies to reveal disease mechanisms: cell culture findings merely illustrate possibilities which must then be tested ex vivo using human tissue samples affected by the relevant disease.